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M ORT SAHL sat. at a cor-' 
her table at Enrico's, ; 
.bemused, considering. He • 
had been- asked to capsulize 
a description of himself and 
his career in, say, 25 words 
or less. He clasped his hands, i 
gazed intently at his coffee 1 
spoon and had at it: 

“I am the permanent. oppo- 
sition to the Establishment 
since there is no opposition 
politically any more. I have 
become everyone’s con- 
science, through some weird 
set of circumstances. I have . 
become, ironically enough, a 
positive force. It isn’t that 
I’ve changed, it’s that Ameri- 
ca is so hell bent on suicide 
. that I’m in the unlikely posi- 
, tion of standing at the edge 
of the cliff and saying — 
‘Wait a minute, have you 
thought this over?” 

It was in 1953 that Mort 
Sahl began talking profes- 
sionally, and his first record 
came four years later — the 
first of the mass-appeal com- 
edy talk records. Within a 
short time there were other 
records. And contracts. Tne 
o p e n -t h r o a t e d shirt, the 
Sweater and the blue jeans 
were nationally known trade- 
marks. There was a Time 
cover, major feature articles 
in slick magazines and a lot 
' of money. 

Mort Sahl was more than 
representing the liberal left. 
He was the liberal left, and 
the only thing really contro- , 
versial about him seemed to 
be how to tag him. He 
wasn’t, in the strict sense, a 
comic. But of course he was 
funny. Humorist, comedian, 
satirist — they were all tried 
on and rejected. Finally it 
was decided he was an icono- 
clast (Iconoclast: “One who 
attacks cherished beliefs as 
impositions or shams: a.radj- 
cai). ■„ , ?. 

. He was. -a . latter.-day ,G. B. 
Shaw .— wielding the bludg-- 
,eon of instant insight. He had • 
wit,, but/ more important he 
had the .seeming ability to 
peer into any political situa- 
tion, no matter how compli- 
cated, and get. immediately 
through the . -thick crust ' of 
complicated nuances, over- 
tones,, .false hypotheses and 
reach the meat of it all with 
a few deft strokes, exposing 
political bunk in the full blos- 
som of all its absurdity. They - 
were the fine days. 

Eight years passed. 
Currently Mort Sahl is 
. playing in the dining room at 
the hungry i. Indefinitely. He 
has few other firm commit- 
ments. Little TV, no radio, no 
other major night clubs. He 
has been fired from his radio 
and TV shows and the big 
, clubs won’t touch him. 


. By William- Gilkerson 

Why? There are several 
viewpoints on this. According 
to many critics he simply 
stopped being funny'. Accord-, 
ing to others if was Sabi's' 
point position in the militant 
vanguard of those advocating 
that President Kennedy’s 
death was the result . of , a 
plot. It is true that this has 
been Sahl's idee fixe since 
the assassination— talking to 
audience after audience on 
the subject 

But Sahl feels differently.- 
“It really began before the 
assassination — in 1959. Pe- 
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Eight years later ... 

ter Lawford and I had the 
same agent at that time, Milt 
Ebbins. He arranged for me 
to meet with Ambassador 
Kennedy, and the ambassa- 
dor asked me to write mate- 
rial for his son.' So I did. 
Then Lawford and Ebbins 
served notice on me. that I 
was to leave John Kennedy 
alone when I was onstage — 
that he was not to be treated 
as mortal. If ,1 tore info him I 
was told there would be dire 
consequences. - ' 

“What? I asked;. ’You’ll 
see,’ they said. So I went 
ahead and did it anyway, 
Suddenly the William Morris 
'Agency no longer was inter-, 
ested in handling me. Why 
not? Then my press agent 
dropped me. Then I found 
myself in Los Angeles, sur- 
-rounded by politically liberal 
- casting directors and produc- 
ers who for some reason- 
w o u 1 d n ’t employ me, al- 
though I meant big money. I 
; got a few jobs, yeah. But I 
got fired from all sides, too.” • 
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(Then came the assassina- 
tion. Sahl , on his TV show, 
in p r e ■ Garrison days: "I 

want to know' who killed the 
President. He is a restless -- 
spirit even not c. I charge 
the government with sup- 
pressing the facts. 1 I charge 
the Chief Justice with dis- 
torting the evidence, and I 
charge the American people 
with complicity by their in- 
difference to terror. His 
blood is on your hands." 
Recent Sahl, post-Garrison: 
‘The crime has been solved 
■ by Jim Garrison, the District 
Attorney of New Orleans. He 
has a completely structured 
case. He knows who pulled - 
the trigger, and it was not 
Oswald") 

Mort Sahl .sighed. “I’ve 
heard ‘You’ve gone too far 
with this assassination thing, 
people don’t want to hear it’ 

. — .too much. When I was , 
fired from one of my shows I 
was told I’d bored people, 
with all this stuff. They said 
I was being fired for theatri- 
cal reasons, not political 
ones. I believed them. The 
next day they got 31,000 let- - 
ters protesting my firing.” 

And the rating of the show . ' 
at that time? A mirthless <■ , 
laugh. “There again we find 
that capitalism is suspended 
in my case. My radio pro- 
gram in Los Angeles was the 
highest rated program in 
night time radio. The TV 
show? A very healthy rating 
and a money -maker. That’s 
quoting the station manag- 
ers. So my troubles were 
started with the Establish- 
ment and not with the audi- 
ence.” 

Why have certain of his 
critics charged him with sell- 
ing out to establishment he 
professes to attack? . 

“I think as far as my being 
in the establishment, well, 
the wounds that have been • "**: 
inflicted on me since I start- 
ed off about the assassination 
are indication' enough I’m not ‘ 
with the establishment. The . 

. critics have, it’s true, come 
across with an orchestrated 
attack on this. ‘How can we 
, trust a guy who has dinner at 
the White- House all the 
.- time?’ they say.” 

How many times has he, in 
fact, 'had dinner at the White 
- House? 

“Never.” A grin. "I’ve 
been there a couple of times, 
though.’.' •• 

There are other press peo- _ 
pie Sahl takes exception to. 
“The ones in the press who ' .; 
ridicule the conspiracy theo- ’ 
ry, the columnists who call - 
Garrison or myself insane — 

I think some of them are in,' - ' 
the pay of the CIA. i know 
. that ' sounds paranoid, but 1 . 
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Continued from Page 2 
’ want you to chew on that for 
•t while. 

Sahl talked on the FBI and 
:iA,' pointing out that Garri- 
son was being closely 
watched, that he, Sahl, had 
teen tailed, and that both 
their phones were bugged. 

(Garrison and Sahl are in. 
fairly ciose communication, 
and it was ' allegedly Sahl 
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who convinced Hugh Hefner 
to undertake and publish the 
recent Playboy interview 
with Garrison.) Does Sahl 
fear for his safety in this 
cloak and dagger atmos- 
phere? 

“No. They have other ways 


of killing you.” i 

■ Who are “they?” 

“Whoever made the origi- 
nal phone call from Washing- 
ton to Hollywood telling peo- 
ple not to hire me. This way 
-I’m paralyzed. It’s more ef- 
fective than murder. But I’ve 


refused to die.” 

How does Sahl feel' his 
audiences are receiving-his 
messages today? 

"Pretty good. They’ve fall- 
en into bad habits after lis- 
tening to Bill Cosby and to 
Woody Allen. But when I 
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really start'Td lose an audi- v - 
ence I just say ‘Ronald Rea- 
gan’ and they slide back to 
me. Yon can’t completely 
lacerate an audience and ex-^ 
pect them to like it, but if 
you want the comfort of . 
laughter as a performer 
. you’ve got to go a different 
way. As it happens, I’m get- 
ting bigger laughs.” . ' ; - 

Your career has already 
suffered, and what’s left of it 
seems largely dedicated to 
Garrison’s success with his 
case. What happens to your 
career if Garrison fails? 

- “No, I’m not pinning my. 
hopes on anybody. I’m won- / 
deririg what’s going to hap- 
pen to the country. I’m won- 
dering if we’re all going to 
live, whether we’re all going 
to be blown up trying to keep 
an Asian Empire, or whether 
there’s going to be ann elec- 
tion in ’68, or whether there \ 
are going to be more riots in 
the street, or what.” 

“I can’t even think in 
terms of career. America is t 
in the role of keeping the fire . . j 
going — a comfortable fire in 1 
the living room — by burning 
the furniture. How long caii 
you keep that up? How can ' 
you plan any kind of a career 
in that atmosphere?” • ■ ' 

Do you not plan any fur- 
ther career in that eventuali- 
ty? 

"Well, with my particular 
talent I will manage to get 
into something else that both- 
ers the Establishment. I’ll 
get into the next issue. Which 
will bug them. But if the 
Garrison thing doesn’t come 
off, we’re all going to lose in _ 
this sense — we won’t be liv- 
ing in the same country we 
were born in. . If the neo- 
Nazis here find they’ve got- 
ten awav with the assassina- 
tion. and that the govern-/ 
ment will ratify and counter- / 
sign the lie! and will go along 
for reasons of their own, and 
everybody will compromise, . 
and no one 'will speak up, 
what will that leave us? " 1 r , , 
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You attack the Establish-. ‘ 
ment. Who. other than the 
people themselves, do you 
consider non-Establishment? 

“Kennedy’s few remaining 
friends. Look at them. Mark 
Lane, a lawyer who doesn’t 
practice: Mort Sahl, a come- - 
dian who doesn’t comede, 
Jim Garrison, a DA in the 
south who never met him.’* 

Anyone in the government 
j itself? 

“Well, Percy. And Ful- 
brightl” It was pointed out 
that he had taken a couple of 
passing swipes at Fulbright 
in his last show. “Did I?” A. 
grin. “Well, you know, every- 
body’s too mild for my taste. 
That’s my professional pos- 
ture. My official position has' 
to be — if there were only 
two people left on earth — 
you and me — and you took 
my position on something, 
I’d have to oppose .you.” He 
laughed, and for the first 
time that afternoon not cyni- 
cally, then added, “’nie job 
is to express in words' what 
others suppress in thoughts, 
to crystallize the courage of 
) the American people.” 

Sunday Examiner & Chronicle 
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